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Introduction
Panama is an isthmus country in Central America that from 1519
to 1999, was occupied by foreign nations. Prior to their
occupation, natives were not influenced by Mayan, Aztec, and
Andean culture but were part of the Pan-American trading route.
The first occupier of this nation were the Spanish from Spain in
1519. Like today, it served a “transit point for gold and silver
shipments sent to Spain.”(Gutierrez) Panama also served as a
base for further Spanish conquest. After its secession, Panama
became part of Colombia until 1902. During that time, the
French made a failed agreement to build the Panama Canal in
the 1880s. Panama seceded from Colombia in 1903 with
protection by the U.S. government. Although the Panama Canal
was complete in 1914, the U.S. maintained control over this
zone. Panama officially became an independent nation in 1999.

Methodology
Buildings from three periods were analyzed for their architectural
elements. The architectural periods were: Indigenous, Spanish/
French Colonial, and American/Modernism. Primary and
Secondary Sources were analyzed to extract information.

Analysis
Different construction techniques exist within the different
locations that the indigenous communities occupy. One
commonality between them all is the use of a wooden frame
structure (rods/reeds) to support the roof. Typically, there are
overlapping palm leaves to provide cover. An opening at the top
is used to exhaust smoke from the interior activities. The base of
the house varies. ‘Palaftios’, are built on poles with wood siding
when communities reside next to rivers, coasts, rainforests, etc.
The lower portion of the building has a multi-purpose function.
Mud dwellings, common to the rural tradition of junta de
embarras, have a frame of logs that are covered by built-up
mud. These are seen in plains or valleys and continue to be built
in modern countryside. Whereas palaftios are spaced apart in a
complex, mud dwellings are situated closer together to
collectively shelter themselves from the open, windy climate.
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Conclusions

Analysis
The Gongora House is the only example of original Spanish Colonial
architecture, constructed in 1760 in Casco Viejo. After three fires, it
was restored in 1998-9 . The ‘calicanto,’ or stone walls with stucco
are framed by wooden doors, windows, and balconies. Wood timber
rafters supporting the hipped clay-tile roof are also used as the
interior ceiling. Repetitive arched doorways are reminiscent of neoclassicalism with its simple ornamentation.
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The SaLo house by Patrick Dillon is personal, residential project
where the architects’ goal was to “recreate an ecosystem and to
undertake an investigation into the nature of tropical architecture”.
It is located in San Lorenzo de Varaguas, Panama, completed in
2015. His desire was for a residence of “no room, no windows, no
walls, no restraints, no limits.” (Metalocus) The entire structure is
made of local, salvaged materials. The slanted flat roof is supported
by white steel members. It doubles as a rainwater catcher that
trickles down into an open-air cistern. The main room is multipurpose as it functions as the living room, dining, bedroom and
kitchen. Movable translucent walls were added in time to prevent
future infiltration of rain from thunderstorms. The roof was altered
to brace against strong winds.
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Yoo Panama is a luxury residential project in Panama City, Panama
that was completed in 2013 by Bettis Tarazi Architects. A separate,
international firm was commissioned to design the interiors, Yoo
by Philippe Starck. At a skyscraper height of 800 feet of 78 levels,
it is the fifth tallest building in Central America. Gold columns
serve the entrance lobby to mimic trunks in a forest. Vertical
gardens line the top and bottom of the tower. Verticality is
emphasized by thicker /load-bearing framing parts of the glass.
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Between the four different architectural periods, at first
glance there is little transmission of architectural
elements. Upon closer analysis, there was an exchange
between the indigenous and Spanish communities. The
Spanish adapted stucco walls like the mud dwellings to
maintain coolness in the tropical climate. The visible use
of timber beams for the roof also references the exposed
roofs of indigenous homes.
Modern works like the SaLo house reference back to
indigenous homes with its multi-purpose room functions
and adaptability. These structures are simplistic with a
small footprint to harmonize with nature. However, as
some indigenous homes use zinc metal roofs in modern
times to adapt, the SaLo house underwent modifications
in time to protect itself against natural events.
On the other hand, Yoo Panama is an example of
American post-modernism with little subtleties to the
past. This is seen in the vertical gardens. The golden
‘tree trunk’ columns frame the entrance lobby just like
the wood logs/reeds frame indigenous homes.
Otherwise, there is a lack of contextualism within this
skyscraper.

Implications
The buildings are a small sample of examples to
investigate to understand the history and evolution of
Panamanian architecture. To my personal surprise, this
does show that there has been a exploration of
referencing the historical architecture of Panama. Future
studies will look at French Colonial residential
architecture and American civic architecture during the
late 1800s/beginning 1900s to provide more
connections.
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